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Perchlorate-tainted wells spur government
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The discovery In 199? of percruor-
ate-contaminated drinking water
in the western United States has
spurred an inreragency federal task
force to tackle the health implica-
tions of this finding. The belief that
perchlorate could be detrimental to
humans at levels found in some
sources throughout the United
States is driving the action, but the
work is challenging, In addition to
the paucity of environmental fate
and toxicity information on per-
chlorate, there is, as yet, no proven
method for removing the com-
pound from water.

Lawsuits have been filed in Cali-
fornia, alleging that contaminated
groundwater has created serious
health risks for people living in the
San Gabriel Valley, near Los Ange-
les. As a result, California's Public
Utilities Commission is investigat-
ing whether water quality stan-
dards should change.

This month the federal task
force, including representatives
from EPA, the Agency for Tone
Substances Disease Registry, the
National Institute of Environmental
Health Sciences, the Department of
Defense, and western states, is
sponsoring a workshop to present
results of ongoing research.

At relatively high doses, per-
chlorate is known to interfere with
the thyroid's ability to produce hor-
mones and regulate metabolism.
Perchlorate has been detected at
low levels In groundwater and sur-
face waters throughout California,
in the Colorado River, and in Lake
Mead, Nev. Munitions facilities are
thought to be the principal source
of contamination. Perchlorate, an
oxidizer and primary ingredient for
solid rocket fuel, has a limited shelf
life, and must be washed out of
and replaced in the country's mis-
sile and rocket inventory.

A preliminary database search
by EPA and the Metropolitan Wa-
ter District of Southern California
produced a list of 26 facilities in
14 states where perchlorate may
have seeped into nearby ground
or surface waters. The largest sur-
face water concentrations to date,
up to 1700 ppb, have been found
In a Lake Mead inlet. In Califor-
nia, over 20 drinking water wells

action

PvrchlantB. • primary ingredient in solid rochei tail, man b i regularly replaced in the
rations mini)* ind roehel inventory, n is a egnuminum in
waters in 14 «ntM. (Courtesy NASA)

have been voluntarily closed
Low levels of perchlorate in wa-

ter were first detected in February
1997 in Sacramento, Calif., near an
Aerojet Genera] Corp. facility where
solid rocket motors were tested.
This finding attracted the attention
of the California Department of
Health Services, which also found
contamination throughout the
state: 30% of 232 groundwater
wells tested were contaminated
with perchlorate. CDHS, together
with the California Environmental
Protection Agency, set a provisional
action level of IB ppb and advised
water utilities to remove from ser-
vice sources contaminated above
this level.

However, California's action
level is based on an EPA reference
dose founded on "highly uncer-
tain data," admitted EPA lexicolo-
gist Annie Jarabek. To obtain reli-
able risk data, EPA is quickly
reassessing the toxiciry of per-
chlorate. and has compressed the
typical five- to seven-year timeta-
ble for assessments to just under
a year. The final assessment is
expected in September

The raw data are being devel-
oped under a $2.2 million toricity
testing program, funded by the
Defense Department and a coali-
tion of perchlorate manufacturers
and users. "We are extremely con-
cerned about this issue," said
Dan Kogeu, an environmental
lawyer at Wright Patterson Air

graundwatar and surface

Force Base i vho has spearheaded
the toricity esting program.

Conventional water treatment
practices, including ion exchange
and advanc ;d oxidation, have
limited or no effect on low con-
centrations of perchlorate. How-
ever, many icientists believe that
biological treatment methods
hold the an wer. "Biological treat-
ment is the most promising tech-
nology we currently have to treat
this chemical," said Bruce Logan,
an environ! cental engineer at The
Pennsylvan a State University. Lo-
gan's prelirr inary laboratory re-
sults demoi istrate that perchlo-
rate levels can be reduced to
below 18 p]ib using a sand col-
umn impre gnated with bacteria,
he said. Se> era! companies, in-
cluding Aeiojet, and the U S Air
Force, are v forking to develop bi-
ological tre itment processes.

A slgnifi rant barrier to the use
of any biological method is that
such techniques have never been
used in thej United States, said
Michael Osjinski, in EPA's Office of
Water An additional $2 million
provided by Congress Is aimed at
finding a te chnology that will
work.

Although there are no federal
regulations for perchlorate, EPA
signaled that it may be a candi-
date tor regulation when It pub-
lished the Drinking Water Con-
taminant Candidate List in
March. —REBECCA RENNER
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